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‌The Sleep Thief

‘Sleep thief’ is what the interrogator called me. I’ll never forget that. I would steal a few seconds of sleep so I could remain steadfast before them. The name stuck; I even dreamt about it, the same dream, night after night. I would wake up not knowing what to do and drenched in sweat.

I cried until my eyes became so puffy they outgrew my face and enveloped it entirely. At night the gods came down to comfort me and wipe away my tears. But nothing relieved me. I cried so much my eyelids swelled over my eyes. I could barely see. I asked the gods to give me back my yesterday; they refused, except for one, the kindest among them. Upon me he bestowed the gift of stealing sleep so I could dream. The dream, he said, was the seed of a long path still ahead.

Had the kind god not set conditions, he would not have been a god. He relayed the same message every night: ‘You have had your usual third of sleep. You need a second third, however, to continue the dream of retrieving your yesterday, and in that you cannot sleep unless you take the life of another human. All you must do is find someone to stare into your eyes. When they do, you will have their life, and dream of whatever you desire, and you will inch closer to retrieving your yesterday.’

The gods depart before hearing me accept or decline. I do not like the gift. I do not wish to steal sleep from anyone. Nor do I want anyone’s life. The one I have is enough. If I live and still have tears in my eyes, I will not die of thirst.

I forget the gods’ gift and go out into the street. I see my family. They are all staring at me, happy to see me. I steal their lives, despite myself, and remember what I have become. I shut my eyes over what remains of the dream. I only open them again in a dark room, where no one can gaze into them.

Every night I spend the rest of the dream staring at the night’s kohl.

The same dream recurs every night.

The dream recurs.

I am still a sleep thief. When will I have a different dream?

Gharib Haifawi
The Sleep Thief


‌Gharib Haifawi

No one knows exactly who gave Gharib Haifawi his name, or why. Some say it was his mother, Alya Haifawi, because he was born in a strange time. There are those who claim she felt like a stranger in the village of Alaf in the Galilee. Alya had lived there after getting married and gave birth to Gharib, who was her firstborn, during the Six Day War. Perhaps she gave him his name because that war was so short and strange. Alya didn’t live in Alaf for long and returned to Haifa; whoever lives on Mount Carmel must return or else they will die of sorrow.

It was not strange that war had roamed the country. That was perfectly normal. The war was merely resting. Even wars tire. But it was strange for a war to have been so short. It left just as people were getting used to it. Some malicious folk jibed that the people of Haifa and nearby villages came out with placards to protest the end of a war to which they’d become so happily accustomed.

What is important in our story is Gharib Haifawi himself. No matter the divergent opinions regarding his name’s origin, what is certain and unequivocal is that ‘Gharib’, in Arabic, comes from the root ‘gh.r.b’. The following terms are derived from it: estrangement, west, to set, strange, to find strange, stranger… and so on. There is such significance in the etymology of this name, no?

Gharib Haifawi was born on the 11th of May to Adil and Alya Haifawi. Their surname refers to those hailing from Haifa, and in common parlance has a geographic association, though it usually begins with the definite article ‘al-’. One is called al-Haifawi: of Haifa. There are those who say that the name goes back to Gharib’s maternal grandfather. Arabs, after all, took their mothers’ names in olden times.

Gharib’s grandfather was a merchant, like all his ancestors ever since the day the Greeks boarded their ships and docked at Haifa to fall in love with it, just as it fell in love with them. They only left to roam the sea and yearn for Haifa. What is also certain, based on sound evidence, is that Gharib’s origins go back to Greek merchants and Canaanites. This is proven by archaeology, genealogy and other evidence found in our archive.

The word ‘archive’ had a strange resonance for Gharib, suggesting incontrovertible proof, truths that could neither be debunked nor falsified. He also had a soft spot for the university archive at which he worked. He spent long hours reading there and many fond memories were born in its darkness.

Gharib was obsessed with the names of objects and the meanings of words. After much searching in the archive for the possible meanings of the word Palestine, he chose a narrative redolent of sea waves. He would repeat PALESTINE to himself as if he were touching every letter with his tongue. Turning the letters in his mouth as if tasting a piece of dessert. He wanted to remind himself that even if they banned its use, he would not forget the country they executed. But it didn’t die: it was resurrected.

He liked the narrative that attributed the name to seafarers from Greek islands who settled here. In that story, the place took their name. That story had the scent of the sea. When he was a teenager, he always told his friends: The Greeks love us so much! Whenever Greek teams played Maccabi Tel Aviv in the European Basketball Championship, he would say, look how they raise Palestinian flags. He used to cheer for any team that played against Maccabi. Their players were so arrogant, he would say. But he was bothered by more than that. What really drove him mad was the Israeli flag fluttering after they won. Gharib also detested the sight of people chewing gum with their mouths open; the tongue and teeth could be seen rumbling and moving as if in battle. Many basketball players used to do that, but Gharib only had eyes for the open mouths of Maccabi Tel Aviv.

His family called the year he was born ‘the year of the Naksa’. 1967. Gharib could have resented being born in those circumstances and in that year. Instead, he consoled himself with an excess of optimism. ‘That’s alright,’ he would say. ‘If I first set eyes on this world in days of war, then surely whatever comes after must be better!’ Too often, however, dark pessimism would follow. Our friend Gharib and his people oscillated between these extremes. As if this pessoptimism, as that famous writer with a raspy voice and piercing look once said, was unwilling to part company with them. It should come as no surprise that they are oscillating still. As their prophet predicted, they remain trapped in that spot.

Gharib’s eyes were honey-coloured, neither big nor small. He had thick eyelashes, as if a painter had just finished drawing them in kohl. His curly hair was rings blending the colours of sun and earth. He was of medium height, despite his hope and constant attempts to grow taller by playing basketball. Eventually he was convinced that ‘the middle is best’, as an Arab proverb insists.

What follows, dear reader, is Gharib’s story. Or to be more precise, the story of a few days in Gharib’s journey. When it began he was still sauntering on Haifa’s beach and toying with its sands, before a sinister wave came and stole the grains squatting on his feet. You can identify Gharib on Haifa’s beach by the slight bend in his neck that he tries hard to get rid of, or, at times, hide.

Dear reader, since Gharib does not like others to speak for him, he has taken matters in hand and said a few things he wanted us to know about those days. All I have done is collect his words and put them in story form. I will not deny that I have used my authority as a narrator and interfered, here and there, in those matters that Gharib did not wish to, or could not, describe. But they are few and far between.


‌The Winds of October

My body rolled and my face wallowed in sand after they threw me out of the car onto the lips of Haifa’s shore. Mount Carmel looked on. The sand paid no attention to me. It lay there, unperturbed. As usual at this time of year, the sea was in a capricious mood, the October winds declaring their might over it, by turns teasing and storming its waves.

Why did they choose this side of the shore to dump my body? Only a week ago, nearby, I had trembled as I touched and kissed Hamsa’s breasts, every pore in them opening lazily to my skin, languid as almond blossoms in spring. Her lips were flush. The moon stayed up, hauling in its light and casting silver nets over her hair, her thin dark body, her full chest. Hamsa was undressing and touching my body as if seeding a pomegranate. Making sure to kiss and touch every single seed.

I had been busy protesting. Less than an hour ago, I was chanting and throwing rocks like everyone else, until they caught me. I was terrified.

‘Come here, you son of a sharmuta,’ said one of them between slaps. They dragged me by the neck so hard it nearly snapped. The car drove on with curses. Suddenly they pulled over at the beach, stopped slapping and threw me out. They bade farewell in a flood of spit. Why had they left the crowd downtown and brought me to the beach? Did they know I was here with Hamsa a week ago? I imagined they knew everything, without a doubt. It made no sense to lie to them. They had parked far away, but were watching my reaction.

They spat. They threw me out of the police car and spat at me. Their breath stank. Like I was a bin for anyone to toss their trash into. Afterwards I could not shower or splash water across my body without feeling them spit again. This lasted for years. I was forced to taste their spit because my mouth was open. The pain from their punches made me scream.

Where is she? She was with me just now. Before they pulled me by my long and curly hair from the crowd and stuffed me into the car and beat the shit out of me. Seconds before that I’d been holding her hand so she wouldn’t get hurt. Did they drag her to one of those cars too? Did they call her names just as they did with me? Did they call her a whore? Did they grope her?

Night had put on its blackest kohl and the moon had been banished; only the god of eternal loneliness sat serenely on the sky’s throne. I was cast on the shore under this sky. I felt the earth moving beneath me, but strangely, without shaking. The more I scrutinised the darkness the more its kohl intensified. There was no trace of the sea. I could hear its bluster but I saw nothing.

When the ants climbed all over me and touched me, it was then that I touched darkness. I was a corpse and couldn’t move. But I wasn’t afraid. The only parts of my body I could move were my pupils. They expanded to swallow the darkness. All of it.

Things spiralled out of my control that day. I felt like a boat whose captain has drowned, still sailing at the whim of the winds and waves.

‘Gharib, habibi, let’s go to the protest and show solidarity with the people in the West Bank. They have to know that we won’t be silent about what they are going through. Our voices must be loud in this country. If they don’t want to hear our voices, we must force them to listen no matter what,’ Hamsa said confidently. I didn’t like going to protests. With a tense smile on my lips, I whispered in her ear: ‘I’ll go just for you.’

These protests were later called the October Uprising. Thirteen people were killed in a few days. Yitsik, the grocer, who lived in our neighbourhood, was upset, compulsively voicing disappointment at ‘Israeli Arabs’, as he like to call Palestinians. ‘It’s like an intifada,’ he said, the disapproval vivid on his face. ‘As if we are in the territories. That can’t be, Gharib! The Arabs cannot let us down this much. They are behaving like the people in the West Bank. How can we trust them?’

I was astonished that he was astonished and told him he should have joined us, so we could have fought together. He raised his eyebrows and severed that conversation just like limbs in war. We talked about the weather and then retreated into our shells. Soon after, when the second intifada eclipsed all other news, the rift between us became a black hole.

Some Palestinians inside were trying to repackage what the protesters did, couching it in phrases like ‘immature behaviour’ to wipe the sweat off the foreheads of their astonished Jewish neighbours and friends. Others, however, saw the rift growing, so they struck again to enlarge it still more. Because life had become so unbearable. As if they were saying: Listen to us or we will all end up dead together in this grave called Israel!

I had nothing to do with protests or demonstrations, despite my firm belief in people’s right to protest their conditions, not to mention my belief in the importance of doing so. But something in them scared and suffocated me. I was forced to go because I had promised Hamsa. More importantly, I was afraid to let her to go alone. I clasped her hand. I don’t know how they picked me out amid the chants, or how her hand slipped from mine.

Not a single body part gave in to motion. Only my eyes consented to my closing them after they swallowed all the darkness. I was afraid that I would go blind. My mother used to tell me that would happen if I kept staring at the sun. I thought staring into the darkness might do the same thing, so they shut.

Ants swarmed my body and covered it. Had it not been for my breath, in and out, under the ants, I would have thought that I was dead, an ant-covered pile of trash.

Tick tick tick tick. That’s how I felt. They often spoke of Palestinians as a ticking demographic bomb. Arabs were ticking bombs inside the country. At times, I used to walk around and feel like I could explode at any minute.

Tick tick tick tick. My eyes were shut. I could hear the ticking all around. Tick tick tick tick tick tick tick tick tick.

Hamsa’s warm voice made its way through to me; her body was leaning over mine. ‘Gharib, get up. Let’s go. It’s a long way.’ She wiped the ants off my body with confidence. I was surprised that she wasn’t repulsed. We walked side by side.

She smiled as if God was manifested therein. I asked her:

‘Where is he?’

‘Who?’

‘The One. Please tell me you know who I mean!’

‘Don’t you know that he abandoned us a long time ago? Are you one of the seven sleepers?’


‌The Shin Bet Honours Gharib with a Visit

That last rock was an offering for Hamsa, but the preceding ones were for other things. Mainly a desire to cast away the fear I had within. The army and border guards terrified me. They were feared like gods in our neighbourhoods. We only saw them when there was a political crisis. Otherwise, our neighbourhoods were ours. I wanted to kill the fear I had of these gods within me.

I used to walk and turn suddenly, convinced I was being tracked. Even in the bathroom I felt watched. ‘Devils and angels surround you, and each tries to conscript you to its ranks,’ they used to tell us in school: ‘God has eyes watching you everywhere. His angels record your deeds.’

When I was a teenager, I once fled the bathroom before I could even finish peeing. An entity stood in the corner, eavesdropping on my thoughts. My thoughts were glowing and shivering as they traced the breasts of a girl in my class. I pulled up my trousers quickly and went into the living room where my brother Na’im and my mother were sitting.

I remember one evening when the sky was cloaked in the colour of mourning. It seemed to me that the scent of death I so often smelt from all directions had now suffocated the city. My cousin Zakiyya died. Her smile had fled a month before. She returned from the hospital only to be put in a coffin that same day; when she left, she took the laughter from everyone’s faces with her to the sky.

Zakiyya used to spend the day at my uncle’s store, counting every second of those long hours. I’d make multiple trips to the store daily, picking up whatever my mother suddenly remembered she needed. Those constant trips drained me and it showed. Zakiyya’s smile was always welcoming. She would caress my curly hair in consolation.

Her dying was my first taste of death. I had only smelt it before, when I was told about how my paternal grandfather died before I was born, or when I heard of someone dying in our neighbourhood. But none of them had caressed my hair like Zakiyya. I had repeatedly asked my mother about what happened to the dead after burial, prompting her to finally explain heaven, hell and the torment of the grave.

I think I was five. I extended my hands and looked at them, wondering what this life meant if it was going to end. This question never left; it only became more complicated.

I became obsessed and terrified by the torment of the grave, worrying that loved ones might not go to heaven, or that I might not either. I started feeling as if I was carrying the scales of deeds everywhere I went, weighing and then sweating out of fear.

It was a disaster when yet another eye started watching me: the eye of the state.

‘They know everything about you, man. If they catch you, they’ll fuck you over. No point hiding anything from them.’ Husam used to parrot this line of his father’s, and I wasn’t much better. I, too, used to repeat and believe what my father said. Or I did until I couldn’t take any more fear, and decided to slam the door shut in its face once and for all.

I was sixteen and, other than sleeping and eating, I had found new ways to pleasure myself. Masturbation became my favourite hobby. As much as I loved to watch TV, sleep, play sports or read, it was masturbating that became a kind of prayer. I couldn’t imagine ever stopping. Local newspapers were full of ads for phone-sex lines, which boasted that they catered to every language in the country. I was stunned when I discovered that there were Arab girls working those lines. Husam, however, said they were probably Jews from Arab countries. ‘No Arab girl is willing to do it. These are Jewish girls pretending to be Arab. They hire them specially to fuck up our society.’ He said it again, and with such confidence you’d think he had seventy years’ experience in sex work. I didn’t give a damn about Husam’s theories. All I cared about was jerking off to a balmy voice.

I remember that Saturday vividly. My family was out. Studying was an excuse to stay home. My mother usually forgets something and would come back to get it. After they left, I waited a quarter of an hour and then took the phone to my room. I closed the door and checked several times that it was locked. I took off my pants and called one of the lines and started to play with my penis. The voice on the other side was warm. I was going to burst at any moment, but I didn’t want to come in less than a minute, so I rubbed more gently and said nothing. The woman with the warm voice said how much she craved me. Naively, I believed she was talking to me, me personally, even though she could only hear my scorched breathing. My body felt like a volcano, and I was about to come when I suddenly heard crackling. It shattered my lust and turned it cold. My blood had been racing and searching for a way out, but now it froze. Maybe it was just normal static? Nothing mattered at that moment. All I could imagine was the Shin Bet spying on Palestinian phonelines. I didn’t consider the logistics, whether carrying such a thing out was even possible. The suspicion was there. That was sufficient to pull strings of horror.

I imagined one of them listening to the tape and calling his colleagues over. They would ridicule me and my heavy breathing. It could be someone I knew. I felt naked and skinned.

I stopped masturbating for a whole month and the phone was no longer of any use. I was saved only when Husam came over one evening to tell me that he and two others wanted to form a cell. We were to throw Molotov cocktails at the police station, print and distribute leaflets against oppression, and raise Palestinian flags on Land Day. I agreed because it seemed to be the only way to rid myself of this horror they planted inside me: the state.

We formed our cell, threw Molotov cocktails and printed the leaflets. But that type of work called for some sort of commitment. I discovered during the leaflet phase that I didn’t like discipline or being boxed in with a group. Less than two months later I quit. Soon after, the others did too.

Conquering that first fear was important. Others followed. The Shin Bet and the army were no longer fearsome monsters or gods. I immersed myself in my studies and forgot all about the cell and its members, until one terrible evening when I was visited by a tough-looking man. The visit was a surprise; it came four years after I had thrown the last rock.

I was in my second year at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. I had returned to my dorm, drained and drunk, barely able to keep the alcohol in my stomach. I don’t know how I even found my way to my room and bed. Thank God my room-mate was not there.

The moment I drifted off to sleep I heard assertive knocks on the door. I was sure I opened my mouth and my tongue enquired who was there; no answer came. The hand was determined. I could not get rid of the knocking person. I had failed. So I got up and went to open the door.

‘Good evening. Are you Gharib Haifawi?’

‘Good morning is more like it. It’s one a.m.!’

Although the ground was still drunk-dancing around me, I could recognise his serious looks and the matter of importance they denoted, so I remedied my response.

‘Yes, I am Gharib Haifawi. What do you want?’

‘Argos wants to see you in person. That’s all we can say at this point.’

‘Argos? Never heard of him.’

‘That’s all we can say. Put on your clothes and come with us right away!’

‘So it’s an order?’

‘Yes, and it must be followed immediately.’

I put on a pair of jeans I’d recently bought and a white shirt, nabbed at a glance from the pile of clothes by my bed. I went out with the man and was soon stormed by confusion; a huge crowd had come to accompany me. We should take a photo, I thought, to commemorate the event, as I’ll never get this much attention again! But my teeth chattered when I realised that the situation was way too serious for any humour; I shut my mouth and kept my white teeth inside. After all, my teeth had cost me a fortune to fix. I wasn’t about to lose them over a joke.

The officer, in a warm and confident roar, assured me that everything would be OK, and I believed him. I never saw him again. As soon as we arrived, his colleagues took over and his mission was accomplished. Argos: it came to me. The one with a hundred eyes. Only a few ever look away; while they rest, other eyes take over.

I couldn’t understand how they found out about the cell I’d belonged to in my early teens. Nor did I comprehend why I had become a threat to state security when all I had done was throw some rocks and Molotov cocktails at a police station. Burning bottles. Their noise more potent than any damage they might cause.

I denied absolutely any relation to Husam and the others. But they showed me his written confession on a paper they placed before my eyes. It had all our conversations, the places we frequented, everything. I realised I had to bet on time. I knew they wouldn’t detain me forever, but betting on time was still risky, because my body was giving out.

They deprived me of sleep for two days. It felt like a lifetime. I had never felt the importance of sleep before. ‘The Sleep Thief’ is what one of the interrogators called me. I used to catch them unawares and sleep for a few seconds. Just a few seconds that sufficed to regain my energy for minutes, or sometimes an hour.

I’d never liked black, but when they placed that fetid hood over my head, I knew I would hate the colour forever. They used to swarm and encircle me. Their shoes made loud noises, loud as hammers, one after the other, hammering nails into my head. When the clangour of one nail was over, another began, and when that came to rest inside my head they would pull it out and put it back and hammer again.

Why don’t they kill me? Why don’t they kill this body? I have to persevere. Persevere against them. But my body kept shaking. I sat naked with the black hood covering my head like an idiot. How did my naked body look as I sat on the cold chair? Such absurd thoughts weighed my head down. It felt so heavy that it seemed as though it was about to fall off my neck.

‘We will you put you under the table so you can listen to Husam’s confession and the evidence he’ll provide against you and the others. You’ll sit under the table, spread your legs, and I’ll put my foot on your testicles. If you utter one word, if Husam realises you are there, I’ll castrate you. No one will save you from me.’

The interrogator said that. His bulging blue eyes were jumping their sockets to swallow me. Why did I comply? I should have refused.

Husam confessed. Is that important? I muttered silently. Why was I listening to his confession? Surely they have more advanced methods, ones that don’t involve hiding me under a table. It seems that while he was studying in Poland, Husam blabbered to a young man from Ramallah. He bragged about his heroics. Was I pissed off with him? No. I couldn’t be. Even though he was the reason we all went to prison.

Another morning came. One in which I could wash so as not to offend the guards’ feelings, eyes and noses. They were going to take me to stand before the just judge and to sit next to the seasoned attorney, who was going to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that these were just juvenile acts. All I had to do was apologise and show contrition for what I had done.

I felt warmth seeping into my lips when I saw the edges of Haifa’s sea through the smudged windows of the car taking me to court. We entered the courtroom. Stacked eyes followed every motion of mine. Lips moved at a strange speed, emitting unintelligible sounds. My father had hired one of Tel Aviv’s best attorneys to defend me. But I grew tired of his insistence that, for the sake of a reduced sentence, I apologise and show contrition. Looking at his mouth I could only see teeth and tongue. They moved like a saw, up and down, emitting an exhausting snore of useless sounds.

The prosecutor spoke a lot, and, like a choppy cassette tape, words slipped from his mouth and were scattered. Letters reverted to their origins and fell to the ground, rolling and bumping one another, their noise piercing my eardrum.

Till suddenly they stopped falling. I saw the judge’s mouth speaking to me and there was quiet. I realised that it was my turn to speak. I must make my case. All eyes were on me, and fingers too, as without exception they pointed at me with the forefingers of their right hands, while their left hands rubbed circles on their bellies. They were laughing.

I felt a chill that July morning, as I grasped the gravity of that moment, as I wished I could grasp it forever. I wanted to say something grand. Something of such consequence that everyone would leave the courtroom to ponder it; they would form circles outside to discuss the human rights of people who look like us. I expected that one group would agree with what I said, while another would strongly disagree. But they would all appreciate the brilliance of my statements and the person who uttered them.

None of this happened. I was so tired. I still had to pick up the shards of my soul, which they had crunched underfoot. Plus, the judge was in a hurry. Perhaps he was thinking of packing his bags to go to Paris for a vacation, or of visiting an art exhibition?

All I had to do was apologise. That’s what the attorney repeated a thousand and one times. That’s what my mother said as well, when my father asked her to. ‘No matter where we go and what we become, we’ll still be Arabs. You must understand this. Even if you become a lawyer, a doctor or whatever. Even if you became God, you’d still be an Arab God, and of lesser value to them. A mere Arab!’

The judge repeated the question. ‘Do you have anything to add to your attorney’s statement?’

I shook my head and looked for my father’s eyes in the courtroom. I looked long into his honey eyes, which verged on green. They were so gorgeous. But, God, why were they clouded in red? As if he hadn’t slept for forty days. He’d aged so much. Or had he always looked like that? I wanted to say a lot to him, but he looked stunned by my behaviour. I felt both anger and pity for that generation, for those born around 1948, in Haifa or in any place related to it.

The judge’s gavel resounded, declaring a year and a half of prison time. I heard drums in my ears, and suffocated ululations came out of hoarse throats.

My heart laughed and I did too. I laughed so hard my shoulders were shaking, and my lungs could breathe. Did I care why my body was full of noise, why drums were still beating in my ears? I was going to glimpse the sea on my way to prison. Through the car’s smudged window? But I would see it still.

I was so free. I was so free when they put me behind bars.


‌Shahin

‘Four kilos of berries for ten! Don’t miss out. Ma’am! Sir! Come buy! I wanna go home.’

The vendors’ screams in Hebrew were fighting fiercely to occupy the ears and minds of those walking through Ben Yehuda Market in West Jerusalem. Hoping they would drag their feet to this or that stall. Their husky voices were more potent than normal ones, like they’d been born with extra cords in their throats. I frequented that market every Friday. Swaggering as I carried my legs, even though they could barely carry me. I was a night owl, after all, and was only out in the daytime when necessary.

The screams curled round my head like a spray of bullets, their echoes overlapping in my ears. On Fridays, people stocked up on the vegetables they needed for the weekend, but they often bought more than enough for a whole week, as if war was imminent and provisions soon to be scarce. When stench sneaks into the nose the day becomes more treacherous. Sweat; a new style of cologne. Do they smell their own bodies, I wonder. Or do they prefer to bathe in cheap cologne instead of water? Their heavy scent walking before them.

Just thinking about the market gives me a headache.

‘Ahmad dear! Please pay attention to the fruit you’re picking for me.’

I said it hastily, as if speaking a language unrelated to Arabic. He was in the habit of looking at me in brief glances only, so others would not suspect preferential treatment. Always trying to hide behind his smile so that his Arabness was unexposed. I took the bag of berries. I worried that Mosheh, the owner, would hear me speaking Arabic at length. That would annoy him and arouse some fear among his customers. So our whisperglances imparted what Ahmad and I wanted to say. Today in particular, I wanted the berries to be the best of the best, because I was going to see Shahin.

He used to sell pencils on Ben Yehuda Street, near the market. There were many vendors, but something about him in particular stayed with me, and he was often present in my thoughts. Maybe his calmness reminded me of myself, when I used to go around Haifa’s houses selling avocados. I was Shahin’s age then, between thirteen and fourteen, dragging my shadow along for company through the neighbourhoods of Haifa. I hated knocking on doors asking if people wanted to buy what I was selling.

Shahin and other vendors like him went around the café tables. Each sold merchandise out of crammed plastic bags that swayed behind their backs, bumping them fondly from time to time, small bumps to pat and console. They chose merchandise that wasn’t too heavy for backs that had outpaced age. Napkins, dishcloths, gum. Shahin was the only one who sold pencils.

When they were outside, between cafés, they went back to just being kids, playing and horsing around. Inside, they put on the mask of their trade. Even when the café owners kicked them out or the customers refrained from buying, the young vendors stuck close to their laughs, laughs that waited for them or roamed outside. Only laughs took them back to their real age, if just for a few seconds.

The vendors were all quite persistent, except for Shahin. But café customers couldn’t tell him from others. They would look at him from a distance as his hand, tired from carrying pencils, extended across someone else’s table. Some would try and get rid of him by flagging down a waiter, as if a waiter could save them from Shahin’s extended hand. But the waiters were consumed by ongoing struggles on multiple fronts, one with empty plates waiting to be picked up from tables, another with those that were full and didn’t like waiting in the kitchen; a third was with customers and their steady stream of special requests. All this left little time for waiters to kick the Arab kids out.

His Hebron accent gave him away. He was young and Hebrew stammered between his teeth. His mouth lost the few phrases his fellow sellers or his handler had taught him; he could not find the places between mouth and tongue in which confident Hebrew was formed. Even though his skin was fair and his eyes were green, customers only saw the dark features of his face.

He once said to me: ‘Had I been the shade of a cloud they would’ve looked up and into my face deeply. I wish I were a cloud’s shadow.’

For Shahin, cafés did not consist of tables, but rather eyebrows. Arched, joined-up and heavy eyebrows. Arched on purpose with displeasure at his approach; arched to express disinterest in his bundles of pencils.

When he went to bed, Shahin didn’t have to count to one hundred to fall asleep. He drowned in a sea of joined eyebrows crashing against his face. Fatigue struck every part of his body.

Unlike other sellers in West Jerusalem, his persistence was short-lived. Shahin’s clothes were wrinkled but always clean; his dignity bestowed some elegance on them. He buttoned his shirt all the way to the collar. Baggy trousers hid behind a belt whose last hole was made by a screwdriver or something like that, something sharp, anything to close that belt around his skinny waist and protect his trousers from dropping. His sneakers looked tired from long distances. Despite Shahin’s attempts to wipe them with wet paper towels, their greyness paled with mud, and too with debris from those saliva-wet towels, which always stuck.

I used to love avocados. The day I started selling them I couldn’t stand their taste any more. I hated them. Going around selling gave me nightmares.

‘Gharib, darling, you have to go and sell avocados. The money your father makes doesn’t cover our expenses.’

‘I don’t wanna sell anything. It’s embarrassing to go around houses. Plus, if my schoolmates see me, they’ll make fun of me. I don’t wanna be like the kids from refugee camps.’

‘You’re not so special. You think you are better than those refugee kids? What we sell to the state doesn’t cover the pickers’ wages and your father can’t work more than he already does. Can’t you see that his back is crooked because he worked in construction for so long? What do you want? You want me to go around houses to sell?’

My mother guilt-tripped me and knew I wouldn’t be able to keep resisting. What were we supposed to do, when my father was working day and night to make sure my older siblings could go to college? There were hardly any scholarships for Arabs. We owned ten donums of land planted with avocado trees, but were forced to sell them wholesale to the state at the low price it imposed. So to make money we used to steal our produce and sell it directly.

I hated avocados and squandered the little my mother gave me to spend in exchange for my work. At doors I was overtaken by shyness and my heart would race whenever I knocked and heard the approach of footsteps. I was afraid that I’d see one of my classmates or teachers.

I extended my hand to shake his and asked him his name.

‘Shahin. My name is Shahin.’

There was a glitter in his eyes, wondering what brought me to this side of Jerusalem. Shahin! I thought, though I kept my thoughts to myself, why don’t you take off this heavy jacket of a name, and come back in five years when you are big enough to carry it again? Your name is heavier than your age.

Shahin was staring at me and asked me in his hesitant Hebrew if I wanted to buy a bundle of pencils.

‘Why are you speaking Hebrew to me, Shahin? I am a Palestinian like you from the north. My name is Gharib. I live and study here in West Jerusalem. Where are you from?’

‘Hebron.’

‘You come here every day to sell pencils?’

‘Not every day. Twice a week. My father is in prison and I have to help my mother.’

Shahin’s neutral face made me doubt the veracity of his words. But I reproached myself for my doubt, and in fact didn’t care whether his words were true or not. I decided to believe what Shahin would tell me because I wanted to. I don’t know how many thorns were stuck to his clothes. I didn’t want to know if he avoided stepping on flowers when he crossed the border to Jerusalem. Did soldiers look at him through the barrels of their machine guns? Ready to blow away his little head at any moment? What did he think then?

My mother used to say that my big brown eyes and long eyelashes appealed to women despite my young age. They would buy what I had to sell. I also had a way with words and gave the impression that I was very knowledgeable. I had made sure I knew the difference between the three types of avocados I was selling and would explain them, adding enough advice to reassure my customers about buying fruit that was still unripe. If you wrap them in newspaper and put a banana peel between them, they’ll ripen quickly!

I don’t know if my advice was useful, but the women were convinced. What advice could Shahin give to his customers when he could barely speak their language? What would he say? Write history with my pencils? Write letters to your loved ones with these pencils?

Shahin was selling pencils to Israelis, but I had sold avocados from my father’s land to Palestinians. Was that the difference weighing on my mind? When I saw Shahin being kicked out of the café I frequented, it felt like knives cutting.

Did they detest Shahin because he was an Arab, or because he was poor, or both? Did they simply want to drink their coffee in peace and that’s all there was to it? Nothing to do with skin colour or creed, perhaps. I got mixed up back then. I couldn’t always distinguish what I saw from my interpretation of it.

I remember that hot summer noon very well. Heat had stabbed its fangs into midday and I, a child back then, was walking next to my father, measuring and comparing my tiny shadow to his and wondering when mine would be the taller. We were crossing the corner by our house when a Russian kid yelled at us in Hebrew: ‘Here come the dirty Arabs!’ I picked up my pace and hurried towards home. My father’s shouting froze me. Yanking me back by my shirt, he stuck his face against mine. I couldn’t breathe. I used to have shortness of breath and suffocated easily. ‘This is the last time you let anyone call you a dirty Arab. Go back! Answer him! Get your revenge!’ The saliva flying out of my father’s mouth at that moment bothered me more than the Russian calling me dirty. I thought how, despite having lived here for years, this so-called newcomer still couldn’t speak Hebrew well and it was obvious. I told myself that maybe he didn’t know that ‘Arab’ is not necessarily related to ‘dirty’. Maybe he thought it was all just one word? I couldn’t share this thought with my father. I breathed a sigh of relief when the Russian disappeared. As a child I couldn’t stop rubbing my skin and it became reddish. Perhaps I was removing some dirt I didn’t know existed. I used to stand in front of the mirror to compare my skin before and after bathing to see if it had lightened. A few years later, I started to go to the sea so that my skin would be more tan.

‘Do you want to buy pencils?’ Shahin asked hurriedly, as if frustrated by how scattered I seemed.

‘Yes, give me a bundle. You come here every day?’

‘No. Thursdays and Fridays. I already told you.’

Shahin’s friends stood a stare’s length away, their eyes fixed on us. When we took too long they leant on one another’s bodies, on their toes to follow our conversation, their heads bobbing like wooden marionettes, their strings moving them with ease.

Shahin and I met every week by unspoken agreement. I would worry if he didn’t show up. I became a permanent customer. His pencils were stacking up on the desk in my room. I moved them to an empty shelf, which quickly filled up too. The rubber bands wrapped the bundles and kept them fixed and stacked. They couldn’t be easily moved. The questions I had about Shahin and his life piled up too, week on week; but he didn’t like to answer. I only heard him say my name once, when he first asked me about it.

‘Gharib. Gharib!’

Did he think it strange that I had such a name, or was he just repeating it to help himself remember? The first seemed normal enough; it was the second that expressed surprise. But I didn’t ask about it. Why would I?

It seemed that I was going to just keep buying pencils, though if I did carry on, there would be no space left in my room for my own feet.

I even thought of making beds and chairs out of pencils, but had yet to devise a method to make them sturdy and strong. If the furniture appealed to my friends maybe it could become trendy. I would find a talented carpenter in Hebron to help me devise my method, and it would be a great opportunity to visit Shahin’s home and see where and how he lived…

I was deep in thought, staring at nothing, when a small hand touched my shoulder, accompanied by a shy but blooming smile. Shahin! Who else? I decided not to buy pencils any more. I decided, without knowing that I had, just to give Shahin the cost of the pencils and help him and myself.

When I gave him the money and the pencils back, and told him I wouldn’t be buying anything, his fingers stammered as he put the money in his pocket. He took his hand out of his pocket but the note was still in his soft fingers. The smile fled from his face. I was the reason.

‘I’m not a beggar.’

He said it. Each word had to drag the next out of his mouth, but he said it eventually. His eyes hid behind a sea of tears that never fell. What had I done, and what could I do now? I’d said what I’d said, and my words had wounded your smile. I didn’t know – I, who used to sell avocados – how my sentence would wound you. I should have been the first to know. But I wasn’t thinking of you. I was thinking of your pencils, stacking up in my tiny room. I want to rest, Shahin! Because I’m tired. I’m tired too!

‘I’m sorry, Shahin!’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean it. I respect your work and know you are not a beggar. I used to go around selling stuff just like you. I want to buy your pencils and support you. And I want you to know that I don’t give money to beggars, and you aren’t one. Please forgive me and give me a bundle.’

The ten-shekel note was wet in Shahin’s fingers. He didn’t say a word. He placed the bundle on the table and left. When he left the café, his laughs, which usually waited for him outside, had gone too. I can’t remember his laugh, but stuck in my memory like colocynth are the tears he never let fall.

What I had feared came to pass. I knocked at the door of my geography teacher. His daughter’s head appeared with two looped braids on each side, as if she were carrying bells with her head, waving them whenever she spoke. She looked like an idiot. I knew her very well, because she went to my school. Her father used to take her there hand-in-hand and would stand by her classroom, waving, until he was sure she’d gone in. Then he went to teach his own classes. I hated him. So when I saw him, way behind his daughter’s braids, stretched out on a wooden bed, I felt like I’d been electrocuted.

I snatched my shadow and ran the half-hour back home. When I’d made it back with my basket half-empty, I threw it on the floor. The avocados danced as if they were trying to escape their black plastic bags. I rolled over on my bed and didn’t talk to anyone.

The next day the teacher talked about avocados. But only my body was there. I was deaf, and imagined myself an avocado stone placed in water. We used to do this with avocado stones and watch the yellowish white roots sprout and later green shoots climb everywhere on the walls. He was talking about avocados and maybe ridiculing me, but I was a silent plant surrounding his neck.

Friday dragged its feet, but it arrived eventually.

I bought lots of berries. The silent looks I exchanged with Ahmad were whispers to make sure he picked me the best. They yell so much at Ben Yehuda Market, and, for that matter, in all of Jerusalem’s markets, it almost bursts my eardrums. I only get up early in the morning when it is necessary, and even when I do, sleepiness still colours my lids.

Everything is a fight! Why does it seem to me that this country is in a constant fight? Everything around me is warring. Even calmness itself seems to be fighting, looking for a place of its own, and words are like shots fired from the barrels of human mouths in battle.

I decided to buy all of Shahin’s pencils. In return, he could come to visit me for an hour or two. Maybe I could help him with his studies, play football, anything. I hoped he would agree. Carrying the bags full of berries and other vegetables, I went straight to the café so as not to catch only his shadow.

My footsteps were outpacing my heartsteps, which were racing to catch up. The further I was from Mosheh’s stand, the louder his voice was in my ears, as if I were coming nearer instead of leaving the stand behind.

I was eager to see Shahin and his rare smile once I gave him the good tidings. I didn’t have a clear plan: how long would I go on buying pencils? For the moment, I thought, everything could go on like this forever, and the word forever would comfort me. Yet I couldn’t breathe at the thought of our situation going on forever. What if the gods did pinch one moment and repeat it eternally? Which moment would they choose?

I tripped and fell. I didn’t know how.

People were running around haphazardly, not knowing where they were headed. Any ill-fated step might take one towards the silence of a waiting bomb, or a suicide bomber about to detonate. No one asked how people got to the point of silently blowing themselves up. No one will ask. There were many explosions in Jerusalem in those days. I came quite close to several. Once I overslept and didn’t take the early-morning bus to college, and a Palestinian blew himself up on it. I should have been on that bus. Would I have recognised him? Felt his presence? Would he have known that I was a Palestinian like him? Would he have told me to get off? Would he not care? I was close to bombings many times, saved only because laziness and sleep had overstayed their visits. I was late to classes and survived. Had I been killed, I would have been counted by the Israelis as one of their dead. I didn’t like that thought.

When the sound of an explosion reaches your ears, but you are still alive, it means you’re not hurt, or that your injury hasn’t killed you yet.

‘A terrorist blew himself up! A terrorist blew himself up!’ yelled someone with horror all over his face. I thought of Ahmed, the worker at Mosheh’s stand, hoping he would hide to avoid being attacked and beaten by an angry mob who blamed him for the explosion. Even though he himself could have been one of the injured.

I rushed to the café where Shahin would be. My legs barely able to carry me. I don’t know how I made it. I ran. Others were running too, but I was afraid that they would catch Shahin and beat him up. Or maybe he was among the dead?

When I reached the café there was screaming, but it was the sound of the explosion still resonating in my ears. The place was full of people but devoid of everything. Everything was devoid of life. So much blood flowing so easily. Everywhere.

People were moving and yelling like puppets on a TV screen, yet I couldn’t change the channel or turn the TV off. I couldn’t find Shahin among them, or among the corpses. I breathed a sigh of relief and sat on the pavement, waiting.

Shahin’s heavy name was not among the names on the news, any news.

Nor was Shahin’s house demolished as part of the collective punishment, but he never came to Jerusalem again. I wonder if he got lost travelling those distances. I wish he had given me his address.

I waited for him Friday after Friday, but the days were hollow except for his memory. As if I had never met him or had dreamt it all.


‌Airport

I decided to take advantage of the freedom given to me by a passport premised on my own remains. I was to travel to Cyprus for a weekend. My Israeli passport allowed me to go there, and to Europe, without a tourist visa. I would have preferred to go to Beirut, because it is Beirut. Or to Ramallah, but Ramallah was closed off by military order, and for Israeli passports Beirut makes no exceptions, my Palestinianness notwithstanding.

I opened the door of the travel agency in French Hill right next to campus. It was full of Israeli students and I was amazed. Where did they get the money to travel? I often heard them whining about their budgets, whether or not they came from rich families or were on army scholarships.

Before I went to university, our financial situation was tough. My father had been working so hard for so long that he was drained. My brothers, Na’im and Hasan, had finished their studies and got married soon thereafter. Their family lives were saddled with expenses and I didn’t want to add to their burdens. There were barely any scholarships for Arabs and a prerequisite for all of them was serving in the Israeli army. Very few Palestinians do. I had to work hard to pay for my tuition, so one year took two. I felt bitter whenever I returned home after a long day of work and study to hear speeches on the radio or TV that called on us to persevere, as if perseverance consisted of slogans alone. Could perseverance itself persevere? When I saw the halls at the Hebrew University named for the donors who paid for them, I felt jealous, like an orphan who knew his lineage but had no one to pat him on the shoulder at the end of the day, no one to ease his burden. Then again there is a sense of freedom in being orphaned. There are no guardians. Such was the case of Palestinians inside. Perhaps my parents named me Gharib to signify this estrangement I felt at home. The name describes me, but sometimes I forget that it is mine.

I waited forty minutes for my turn. The travel agent was of Moroccan descent, but the French accent in her Hebrew annoyed me. As if she was fiercely denying her Moroccanness. That’s how I read her insistence on cramming a French word into every other sentence. I didn’t ask her if she knew any Arabic; instead I extrapolated without enquiring. I didn’t bother with her past. Those days her past had no place, either in the travel agency or in my concerns.

The travel agent didn’t argue with me when I indicated that I would only travel on Cyprus Airways and not the Israeli El Al. She treated me normally and understood my name right away. Flying out of al-Lud Airport is exhausting and humiliating for Palestinians. They inspect every item in your suitcases, even a pin. I didn’t like having my clothes and belongings brought out in front of employees and other travellers. I didn’t like it done in a side room either. Nor did I like having an instrument comb my pants in front of everyone. Travelling on El Al increased the chances of having to go through all this. That was one of the reasons why I avoided them.

The dorms were ten minutes away. I walked back and started packing some clothes, sneakers, a toothbrush and toothpaste, soap, and Ted Hughes’s Crow. I liked that book and had decided to write my paper on it. I felt his crow hovering over us and it didn’t wish to leave. In vain I searched for a country where the crow was welcomed as a good omen, the way that Norway welcomes the owl. I wanted to find a myth that would debunk our crow-pessimism. I wanted to feel comforted as I looked at the crow in admiration. But I had to give up my admiration for the sake of myth: despite myself, I feared the crow as a herald of bad things to come, and would throw things at them to scare them off.

I packed my things in a small bag and closed the door, heading to the airport.

I would have three hours to kill at the airport, but I wasn’t worried, since security was going to be so tedious and exhausting that the time would likely kill itself. I stood in line with everyone else. When it was my turn, a woman with serious, but neutral, features asked me about my bag and my reason for going to Cyprus. Another employee came and repeated the same questions but was nicer. And it was over!

I thought there must have been some mistake. I went up to the first woman and told her I was an Arab, perhaps she hadn’t realised, so she was welcome to follow procedure and search my bag and every item in it, or take me to a side room so her colleague could search me after asking me to undress and using the wand all over my body. But she didn’t get what I was trying to say. She told me the procedure was over and I could go and spend time shopping or do whatever I wanted.

It was like my identity was a coat they had stripped off on a cold day. Being searched, humiliated and deemed suspicious had become such fundamental parts of me that I couldn’t live without them, though I’d always demanded they be stopped. Waiting for two hours, like any average citizen at their country’s airport, was a strange and unfamiliar feeling. I was struck by how odd the phrase sounded to me: like any average citizen in their country. My country? Yes! My airport? Yes. But not my government, not my flag, not my symbols, not my passport. Not, not, not! Being an average citizen who causes no suspicion and is not guilty by association was something I had never experienced in public spaces. And definitely not at the airport.

The watch’s arms were ticking monotonously, normally, and I was able to go from one place to the other without any problem.

There are two types of searches at airports. The usual one consists of questions about who packed your bags, whether you were given anything by anyone else, and your purpose of travel. The second type starts with: ‘Take your bag and come with me, please.’ At times the ‘please’ goes missing. That means they’ll take you to the side room to search your clothes. They might also search you after asking you to undress. Upon finishing you cannot move around alone in the airport. There will be someone accompanying you. Saying goodbye to family can only take place hastily and from a distance. If you are stubborn and insist on saying goodbye up close, you’re made to feel like you’re stealing kisses, and you still do it in a hurry. You kiss your loved ones with the security person right next to you counting every brush of lips and repeating monotonously ‘We have to go!’ It will be odd to hear him use the word ‘we’, as if your fates were tied together. After you snatch that goodbye, snatch it as you do with all of life’s lovely moments, he will continue to hover above you like the angel of death, reminding you that one day you must die. Not until you reach the booth to have your passport stamped do you leave and he leaves, returning to his work and his next prey.

This was the norm when I travelled, just as it is for many Palestinians when they travel, or even cross the border to Jordan or Egypt. That day I went to the airport alone. It was a normal weekend that didn’t call for goodbyes and tears. I’d be back before I knew I’d left.

What to do? A woman was calling for passengers travelling to Cyprus to begin boarding. Everything was normal. There must have been a mistake. I couldn’t stand normality or get used to it. Now fate had surprised me. I’d become a normal person who was neither interrogated nor looked at in disgust. Maybe it was just a coincidence. Nevertheless, I couldn’t travel after all this normal treatment. I went to the ticket counter and asked to cancel my trip. The woman was surprised, but she apologised respectfully to say I would not get a refund. I was able to retrieve my bag at the last minute; I took it, growling.

I headed for the line of taxis, drivers waiting patiently at the rank, and threw my bag in the back seat of one and got in and slammed the door.

The driver was listening to Fairuz. He turned down the music as soon as I got in, but raised the volume again after I spoke to him in Arabic. The road to Jerusalem was empty except for a handful of cars. The closer we got the higher we went. ‘It’s beautiful, Jerusalem. Very beautiful!’ he said and smiled. ‘Yes, very beautiful. It suffocates us very much, but it is very beautiful.’ We started a conversation about my trip. After I told him what had happened, he kept laughing, talking to himself and hitting his forehead with his palm. I fell asleep and woke up when we had reached the dorms. I heard him say:

‘My dear Don Quixote, we’re in Jerusalem. Here you go.’


‌Hamsa

I stretch out on my bed and shut my eyes. I hope to never open them again. Outside the window, birds are singing, as they have since time immemorial, paying no attention to those who hear them, to those who became refugees, or to those who stayed to become strangers in their own homes. Everything on this earth betrays.

This is our moment, but it will vanish in a moment too. Will the end of the day mark the last day in this house? Everything in nature but us is dancing its eternal dance. We dance fearing departure, separation and betrayal.

I open my eyes a second time, a third, so many times I lose track. When I am able to count, my eyes will have shut for good. Yet any such time would be a while from now, it seems. Whenever I open my eyes, my fingers are still holding Hamsa’s wine-red scarf with interwoven silver threads.

Did she forget to take it, or had she left it on purpose? I don’t know. She liked to adorn her body with it and would sleep on my bed like a carefree Canaanite goddess. Did I tie her wrists with it a night or two before she left? It doesn’t matter. She won’t return this time. She left no slip of paper with a line or two, as she used to. Kisses. I miss you. See you this evening. Don’t look at other women, the birdy will tell me. Love you love you love you.

Hamsa is gone and the birds are still here, as are the white and coloured paper slips, the bills she used to find in the kitchen. She used to pen her words on their backs and stick them on the fridge door for me to see them when I woke up and went to the kitchen for coffee. Wait for me, I told her, but don’t wait for me to promise you something. Yes, I do want to marry you, but not now. I can’t now.

The last time we talked about the subject she drowned in silence, which was unlike her. Usually, she got very angry. A fire would break out in her body that could only be quelled by a waterfall of tears. This time was different. She asked me very calmly and reacted to my answer with even greater calm. When I asked her why she didn’t want to say anything, she said all that could be said had been said already. And since my answer would not change, there was nothing for her to add. She fell silent, kissed me on my lips and slept.

I loved watching her while she was asleep. Her thin tan body naked. She often slept on her side with a hand under her head. Like an innocent child, or a philosopher who’d had a thought, just on the point of drifting off, and slept holding on to it. When she woke up in the morning and saw me looking at her, a smile would bloom on her lips and she would stretch in bed like a cat, trying to shake off sleep, but drowsiness would hold on to her until she showered.

I remember that morning in Jerusalem well. Rain was strumming the bedroom window. The first thing I saw were her dark-brown nipples upright. She was awake and looking at me and was toying with them, the wily smile on her lips that she had whenever she was aroused.

When I said good morning, she responded with a lustful smile. Blood rushed through my veins. I was late for my classes, but I couldn’t resist. I never liked to let her down when she was brimming like a volcano.

I got out of bed and went to wash my face. When I came back, she was still toying with her nipples. I imagined milk bursting out at any minute and splashing my face. I kissed every opening pore the way one seeds a pomegranate – that was her phrase, how she described my kisses showering her warm body. I drowned in her, body and spirit. The smile of her soul stays with me even today.

She got up to open the window and came back to bed. She pulled up the covers and placed them between her thighs. In a voice that knew how much I loved her, she asked, ‘Where is Fairuz and the coffee, habibi?’ I never pampered anyone the way I did her, although I was and still am not a morning person. I was always in a bad mood and couldn’t tolerate anyone, except her. She was coquettish and would do anything to see a smile sit on my lips. ‘I love your smile. A lot. When I see it, I feel the whole world is mine,’ she often said.

I challenged her once, when we were on our way back home from a coffee shop. I craved her and wanted to make love under the chestnut tree in ‘Ayn Karim we always talked about. The night sky was silver. The moon lit our way like a genie, tracking us with her lamp. Every now and then a few flirtatious clouds blocked its light.

Hamsa hesitated a lot. I recognised the silence. Thoughts would wrestle in her head until either madness or stubbornness won. She only said one sentence – ‘I’m all yours’ – and then fell silent. I feared for her. That I would hurt her.

They chopped down that tree a week ago. I wasn’t able to even bid it farewell. I was going back home and saw them putting its limbs into a machine that devoured it.

I lost the desire to stay in Jerusalem. I was suffocating, and decided to move to Tel Aviv. Jerusalem was so sacred to everyone that it had lost its sanctity as far as I was concerned. I couldn’t walk down any of its streets without seeing or hearing a group trying to prove its existence. I was tired and didn’t want to prove my existence: I exist.

I don’t like Tel Aviv that much, though I also haven’t really given it a chance. It feels fake and haughty, the way it lives on Jaffa’s remains. It gobbled up Jaffa and left it to die. That is Tel Aviv: a city like all modern cities, lacking history, a city with no history beneath its ribs. I don’t like cities like that. Tel Aviv is also a liar, because it had a history which it destroyed, claiming modernism and a zero-hour birth. There is no zero hour in this country. Every grain of sand has gallows.

I live on Ben Gurion Street, though I’d rather it was called al-Zahra or al-Rabi’. I don’t know if I would have been more optimistic, but Ben Gurion does not appeal to me. Al-Zahra does.

You can only walk through the city’s streets while holding hands with noise. Noise walks alongside you and never lets go. There is no respite. Car fumes and horns make the city look like an old hag, heavy make-up hiding the wrinkles on its face.

The fumes from buses and cars drain Tel Aviv’s air. Its two blackened lungs have no hope of healing soon. I was waiting for the bus to take me to eat fish at one of al-Ajami’s restaurants. My shadow disappeared under its front tyres; I hate it when someone, or something, steps over my shadow. As soon as I’d got on and paid, the driver soared, as usual, the bus nearly taking off in flight. I had to hold on so as not to fall over. I found an empty seat, sandwiched between three passengers. I didn’t look at them until I sat down.

I hadn’t seen her for more than five years. She was sitting across from me, eyes shut, her head leaning against the window. I couldn’t believe my eyes. My heart raced so fast I thought it was about to pierce through my chest. She’s right here! The last words I heard from her were ‘Goodnight, habibi.’ She never called after that. She changed all her numbers, left Jerusalem, and vanished. I looked but couldn’t find her. I knew where her family lived. They were from Wadi al-Nisnas, in Haifa.

What did she want me to do once she had given up on me? To go to her family and ask for her hand? Would that have got us back together? I didn’t. I was just out of prison. My family was drained and had suffered much. I didn’t dare broach the subject with my father, because he was against the marriage. Hamsa had been in love with someone else before. It didn’t matter to me, but it did to him. I couldn’t confront him after getting out of prison. I asked her to be patient, but she stopped believing me. She was right. I don’t know if I would have ever confronted my father. Maybe today I would. I don’t know.

My father was stubborn and was disappointed in me when I went to prison. He didn’t want us to dabble in politics and forbade us from going to protests. He believed that the only useful thing for us to do was to succeed individually and professionally. When I went to prison he cried and only visited me once. It was a sad visit. He didn’t say much, but I saw, for the first time, the disappointment in his eyes to see me there. It didn’t matter that it was for political reasons, or that some were calling me a hero. He didn’t see this heroism of mine. The expense of hiring the best attorney had drained him even more.

I didn’t like my father’s logic and his way of seeing things. When I spoke to him about marrying Hamsa, his response was vulgar. I didn’t say much back then. I was ashamed of his response and his stubbornness. I told myself that I would finish my studies in two years and that by then the past would be distant. He might change his mind. I cried that night when he said to me: ‘You want to marry a used one?’ As if Hamsa were a car or a gadget. I thought of my mother at that moment. I despised my father and his words, but didn’t say anything. When Hamsa asked me if I had told my parents about us, I told her it wasn’t yet time.

You are sitting before me now with your eyes shut. I look at your long fingers. My face still remembers your soft touch. God how I missed your fingers. I missed them when I was in prison. After I got out, I just wanted to be in your arms. The moment I saw those lips I was filled with joy and felt alive again.

I died when you were absent. I died. I only realised that I’d died when I saw you, because that’s when I came to life again. I used to tell you this, but you didn’t like to hear it. You no longer believed my words.

But my words were genuine. When you were absent my heart died. You said you wanted us to get married because that was the only bond that would let us live safely in this jungle of a world. I wasn’t against that, but I couldn’t stand up to my father. I was a coward. They broke my thorns!

You used to always tell me, ‘It’s OK, habibi. We have to tend to our thorns, just as we do our roses. Remember to tend to your thorns.’ We could have gone on living like that, and I would have married you one day. Maybe not. Maybe you were right.

There was no ring on your hand. Does that mean you were not married? Even on the bus, you still slept like a smiling philosopher who has just figured out the universe’s dilemma. God, I love you so much. I didn’t want to wake you up. I let you sleep. It was like you’d never left. The old man sitting next to you was tracking my looks, as they took in every part of your body.

Your skin was still soft and tan. When you open your eyes, I thought, I’m going to put my fingers on your lips and ask you not to say anything until I take you to the sea, hold you in my arms, and apologise. I’m going to tell you I miss holding you in my arms. That I’m alive again because I see so much of you, as I used to, when I look into your eyes.

I thought of reaching over and waking you up. Or leaning over and kissing you on your lips and forehead. But we were no longer together and I had no right to do so. Maybe you were in the middle of a lovely dream. I didn’t want to interrupt it and upset you.

The bus reached Jaffa, right by al-Sa’a Square. Hamsa opened her eyes and saw her reflection in the window. Her eyes looked outside, searching for someone among the people at the bus stop. Perhaps someone she was going to meet? She turned to find her way out; she left touching her hair. I was frozen and didn’t utter a word. As if my heart was bleeding. I kept looking at her, my tongue tied as I watched her standing at the bus stop. The bus moved. I thought she had glimpsed me and looked away. Pinning my face to the glass, I watched her disappear in the distance.


‌Party

I’d forgotten to inform my mother that I would be coming home over the weekend to visit. Usually there was no need to call since she was always there. Even when she went out, she would return before evening. She rarely slept elsewhere, except when visiting my sister Salma, in Ramallah, to stay with her if she’s sick. When she went away for a long period, she would lock the door and leave the key in the mint pot next to it.

I was dying from the heat. The sun’s rays had clawed their way under my skin. I felt like an idiot for travelling from Tel Aviv to Haifa in the middle of the day, when the heat showed no sign of retreat. Admitting that wasn’t of any help as I went up the hill towards our house.

I opened the main gate with tired hands and closed it behind me. I saw the jasmine bush’s branches were keeling over, declaring their need to rest. The key was in the mint; Mother was going to be gone all day at least. I called my grandmother, who told me that my parents had gone to visit Salma and were spending the night there.

I sat in the chair where I always felt protected. It was big and I could stretch my legs without taking anyone else’s space. My mother had the curtains closed all the way to make sure no dust entered the house. She was in an ongoing gruelling war with dust. It was an obsession. She and my father argued about that all the time. It seemed as if my father was jealous because the dust got more of her attention than he did.

I felt suffocated in the living room, so I went out to the balcony. Some of the neighbours’ faces looked at me like mice sniffing around the area. I preferred the living room and its shut curtains to that, so I went back in, looking for any dust particles my mother had forgotten to remove.

The phone rang. I ignored it. It kept ringing. It must be important, I thought. Will I feel stressed if I miss it and keep wondering who it might have been? I guess I have to get it. What a drag, I thought. I got up to answer.

It was Dany, my old neighbour in ‘Ayn Karim. I hadn’t seen him since I left Jerusalem more than a year ago. I taught him how to smoke a water pipe and drink arak over long evenings that would end in arguments about politics. Or about the conservatives who had started to tighten the noose around him too. The first time I went to visit his family home in ‘Ayn Karim I couldn’t breathe. It was a quiet town. Its stone houses had two or three stories with vaulted windows. The buildings were all that had remained, along with one Palestinian family who had been displaced from Iqrit. I kept silent most of that evening. Ghosts were jumping around me. I cried after I left his house.

‘Hello Gharib.’

‘Hi Dany. How are you? It’s been a while.’

‘I tried calling you in Tel Aviv many times and then I thought I’d try you at your parents’. I’m leaving for England and want to invite you to a farewell party at my place. I’m living in a beautiful house in ‘Ayn Karim, not far from where we used to live. But this house has a different history. I’ll tell you all about it when I see you. Bring some Arab music! And are you ready to make some tabbouleh if I buy all the ingredients? I’ll help! What do you say?’

‘I don’t know, but give me the address.’

I wrote down the address and felt my ribcage crush my breath. I went into my room. It had stayed the same since I left for college. Its walls still had photographs and posters from film and theatre festivals in Ramallah, Jerusalem or Tel Aviv. I used to go to them when I was at college, but there was no place for posters in my dorm room, so I brought them here. The paint on the wall was still off-white, as it had been since my childhood. An old man’s face disappeared behind a poster’s right corner. One of the four pins holding it had fallen. I didn’t look for it or try to pin the edge back. Maybe I didn’t want to see the old man’s face. It was a popular poster that I had seen on many a wall. I’d bought it myself. But I grew tired of seeing that old man’s face. It pained me to see him carrying Jerusalem like a rock on his shoulders. I lay down on my stomach and slept deeply.

When I woke up the sun had set. I got up, took a shower, and felt fresh. I shaved, put on some cologne, and wore jeans and a maroon shirt. I called my brother Na’im to borrow his car. I locked the door behind me and put the key in the mint pot and went to my brother’s. I took the car keys and drove to Jerusalem.

Fairuz’s voice filled the car. I looked for a neutral song. Fairuz doesn’t have that many neutral songs. Each of her songs holds a memory and a reminder of how time passes. I found one: ‘Kifak Inta’ Not that it didn’t hold a memory, but the memory it held I didn’t recall. Sometimes I have such a surplus of memories. Maybe I should start a business and export them?

I drove along the seashore, sporting a smile, and felt ecstatic. I touched my lips. Why was I so aroused? Was it because I was on my way to a party? I’d gone to many parties without feeling this way. My smile on the glass of the windshield looked at me; I smiled back.

I looked at the sea and remembered Ghassan Kanafani’s stories and the stories of those who boarded ships in horror. I kissed the sea goodbye and wondered if they had done so too, before remembering it was their cities they would have kissed. They were at sea.

Jerusalem’s mountains were still far away when I left the sea behind in my rear-view mirror. The car reached Jerusalem’s outskirts. I only needed fifteen minutes to get to ‘Ayn Karim, which I knew well, because I had rented my first studio apartment there. All my memories with Hamsa were there. Hamsa, who kissed me on my lips, whom I’d never heard from since that day.

I don’t like remembering street names, because each street has two: the one that is written, and the one warring with memory. Their names and ours. Even when one of ours and one of theirs are the same, the names still have a stolen taste. Names. I don’t like that plural. When I utter it, I feel that I am without features. I thought a lot about going to some Greek island and claiming amnesia. No one would know anything about me. I could forget who I was. But this thought brought me no comfort.

I reached Dany’s house minutes later. I climbed the three or four front steps. I used to feel awe when I visited an old house. Memories of what I had read and heard would swarm and take a hold of me. Sometimes this whole country seems like a stubborn ghost. I touched the door like a lost blind man, or a lover who had sneaked into his beloved’s room and wanted time to stop as he touched her. The door was made of old wood with carved geometric shapes surrounding what resembled a pomegranate. The main door with its two shutters stood tall. It was pale brown in the evening light. An iron lion’s head sat in the middle, its mouth biting a knocker. I moved it and waited, but no one answered.

I took a few steps back to check the address, to make sure I wasn’t lost right here in the street I knew. It doesn’t hurt to check again. I looked for a bell and found one to the right of the door. When I pressed it, it chirped like a flock of birds. It sounded artificial and jarring. Dany opened the door and welcomed me warmly.

He had beautiful eyes. Honey-coloured with some green, just like my father’s. We went to the kitchen to make the tabbouleh, drink some wine and catch up. I didn’t notice the other guests or bother to scrutinise the place.

The stereo was playing Um Kulthoum’s ‘Sirt il-Hubb’. Dany had memorised some of the lyrics when I translated them for him, one night after Hamsa’s departure had scorched my heart. I’d carried a bottle of arak and some weed and we smoked until I felt my head exploding. I taught Dany the first two lines and he would remind me of them whenever we met and drank. We finished making the tabbouleh and left it in the kitchen to soak up the olive oil and lemon juice.

Dany was going around like a bee, talking and socialising with his guests. But alcohol had got the better of his concentration and he didn’t seem to be following what they were saying. I, on the other hand, was a lost wasp, looking around the house. The house had a huge room in the middle whose doors led in all directions. There was only one high window, above an open door leading to a tiny garden, which I never would have noticed otherwise. I went out long enough to see an almond tree, a lemon tree, and mint and roses. Back in the main room, Édith Piaf was playing and those listening were swaying along. I stood in the middle, watching and sipping my glass of wine, now almost empty. I went to get more. It was a big house, one room inside another, like a magic box. Cigarette and water-pipe smoke saturated the air like cancer. Each room had a different type of music and lighting. I went into an eighties room and didn’t like it; after having filled my glass (and taking the bottle along, so as to not have to go back), I went into yet another room, looking for a spot to sit.

This room only had the echo of the music next door. Guests who preferred chatting to dancing congregated in the centre. They were speaking various languages: English, German, French, and one group tried out its Hebrew. Most of them were foreigners who were working or studying in Jerusalem. I needed to sit down. I hadn’t eaten anything since that morning. I looked with eagle eyes and found a spot next to a woman I could bet was French from the way she dressed. I was spot on. I apologised and asked if the spot next to her was vacant. She motioned for me to sit down with a seductive smile. Why had I apologised? I feel like I need to, always, and I do it for no reason. What were my most important apologies? What if I recorded them? Forget it, Gharib. Just start a conversation with her.

It was a relief to sit down. My head stopped spinning. Now the place itself was just spinning around me. A smile slipped through despite myself and I realised that I was getting tipsy even though I hadn’t had that much to drink. My stomach yelled at me to feed it, but I didn’t want to leave my spot right away, as the woman might misinterpret it. I looked into her eyes. They reminded me of Hamsa’s and my heart started to race. I was sweating and felt a shiver. Though it was foolish and I knew it, I gulped the wine in my glass. The French woman raised her eyebrows. I moved closer and asked her what had brought her to this place. She said she was an exchange student for the year. I used the loud music as an excuse to inch closer and we started speaking into each other’s ears. She talked about her reasons for choosing Jerusalem. She had a light perfume that I could only smell up close. It mixed with her body odour, and she smelt like vanilla.

My lips were close to her ears, but I didn’t touch her. This aroused me and I realised that she knew how to play this game too. While her rose-coloured lips avoided brushing my cheek, she looked deep into my eyes as she finished her sentences. The glow in them overwhelmed me and an electric current radiated through my body. I remembered how Hamsa’s eyes glowed when we made love and our bodies were locked together. This memory snuffed the lust out of my eyes. I excused myself and went to the kitchen, where I scooped a bare five spoons of tabbouleh. I took a bottle of mineral water and some bread and went out to the garden to eat in peace. The sour aftertaste in my mouth was slowly finding its way to my liver and melting it. Whenever I looked at the house, I felt my breath shorten. The question of its original inhabitants was hunkering in my mind.

The tabbouleh reminded me of the homeland. The olive oil had the scent of the Galilee. I wouldn’t like to live there, but loved to visit. I am a son of the sea and we sea-children suffocate in the mountains. I felt a twang in my side again, as if my liver was hanging by a rope inside my body and threatening to fall.

I looked around me. The moon sat in Jerusalem’s sky the way it always does. It might appear bigger or smaller, but it comes and goes on time, not giving a damn about whether we exist or not. A spectre squatted under the lemon tree. I walked towards it, using my imagination as a cane. It was surrounded by a bed of mint, like a dark-green carpet, not its usual colour. It was a woman who squatted; she was weeding the mint. I called to her. She didn’t turn round and I didn’t know if she heard me. She was weeding hurriedly. I reached down to tap her shoulder but couldn’t touch anything. I tried again, like I wanted to grab her body, but my nails scratched the palm of my own hand instead. I couldn’t believe what was happening. I grabbed her shoulder more forcefully, but my fingers slipped through her and again scored my palm. Yet I could still see her there, weeding. I kept trying. I thought I heard a voice singing, but it vanished.

Every grain of bulgur felt like a shard of glass in my stomach. I rushed to the bathroom and washed my face with cold water. I was afraid if I opened my mouth I would spit out my own blood. I closed my eyes and drank some water, then left. Everyone was jovial.

The place itself was the angel of death clutching my neck, but he would neither take me with him nor let me go. I headed to the door to leave. Dany saw and stopped me, as if sensing what was going through my mind. Consolingly he said, ‘Look, this house was built in the Arab style, like the other houses in the area, because the owner wanted it to be aesthetically consistent. He truly admires and appreciates Arab culture, but he couldn’t live here, so he left and sold it to the current owner, who kept it as is. So it’s not like the other houses around here. Its owners were not displaced. Do you understand that, Gharib?’

Gharib left in a hurry without saying a word. He still felt like he was bleeding internally. He was afraid to open his mouth and spit blood. He opened the door and, as he was going down the steps, he tripped and fell. The ground, why couldn’t it carry him? He was fidgeting. He rose up and tried to keep his head proud.

July had made it halfway. It was warm, but ‘Ayn Karim’s mountain weather sent a breeze through the open door. The guests saw Gharib fall. Some of them felt pity. Others found his behaviour odd. He looked around and saw people he recognised, all leaving hurriedly, looking scared. He stood up. He called out and he begged. He held on to them. But they didn’t notice; they didn’t hear. Their shadows were everywhere around him. He fell back on the ground and almost broke bones. A few guests craned their heads from the door and windows, looking.

Someone enquired: ‘Who is that? What’s wrong with him?’

One of the guests volunteered a response right away:

‘No one. Just a Palestinian who had too much to drink. They don’t know when to stop. He’s had too much to drink. That’s all there is to it.’


‌Breaking the Fast

The crackle from the loudspeaker of the mosque near our house usually drew more attention than the call to prayer itself. The imam used to fidget and move the microphone, and the scratch alarmed all ears.

The streets were empty at that hour. Ramadan was on its way out. The family sat around the table in the garden right under the grapevine. The vine covered the entrance and its bunches dangled like beautiful breasts I could toy with and reach up to pluck.

We were used to the crackle but we still all laughed loudly, except for Salma. Her laugh was usually the loudest; today it sounded crestfallen.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ I asked her.

‘Nothing. It’s just what we talked about today.’

I didn’t say anything. Any comment on my part would have started a conversation with others and I didn’t want to ruin the moment.

My father sat in the middle. My mother, next to him, appeared to be worried when she heard me and Salma talking. Her body language resembled a question mark as she stared at Salma, as if to shush her. I laughed deep inside. My mother still thinks we’re children who will be afraid and hide if she stares at us enough. Salma turned to contemplate the jasmine she had planted many years ago. Hasan and Na’im sat with their wives and children, crowding the rectangular table. Salma and I were each at a corner.

The loudspeakers stopped crackling and the imam declared that God was great. Bismillahs were heard around the table and the hands followed to fill plates. I imagined the bismillahs of the entire city rising at that moment to a crowded sky, where they would tussle to be the first in Heaven’s ear. Does Heaven have just one ear, or many? One for each human?

The clinking of forks and knives predominated. Salma chewed on her silence, spat it out. Her tears rained on her food. She looked at my father who was eating too.

‘I don’t want to sign the papers.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t like the way you divided the inheritance.’

‘I did give you half of what your brother gets. I also paid for your college tuition. I never deprived you of anything. What more do you want?’

‘I don’t want anything. But if you’re going to give me something, I don’t want half a share.’

‘It’s your share according to tradition. You’ll get more than most girls here. Plus, it’s my money and I do what I want with it.’

‘You are free to do whatever you want, just as I am free to refuse to sign the paper, because I’m against it.’

‘I always treated you right. This is pointless stubbornness.’

‘OK, fine. From now on I’ll love you half, and feel half the sadness, and only one eye will cry, and I’ll recite half of the Fatiha over your grave.’

The silence swallowed me and everyone else. I got up and stood next to the jasmine bush. As I lit my cigarette and inhaled, I felt I had betrayed Salma. I hadn’t said a word to back her. She was still sitting at the table, though she had stopped crying and was starting to eat.


‌Like the Fear of the Dot on the Letter خ

In Arabic, fear is a three-letter word. But they are big and rough letters. The first of them, خ, or Khā’, always looks like an alligator whose mouth is wide. I am the dot on top. The alligator sits lazily, doing nothing except waiting to devour me as soon as I fall.

Fear lurks and eats me from within. It spreads everywhere inside me. It turns ordinary objects into burdens that carry meanings greater than they can hold. There is no reason for my fear, nothing rational; I haven’t done anything illegal since my imprisonment. So why do I feel that a catastrophe awaits whenever the phone rings? Or when I find an official letter in the mailbox?

Fear preys on me. It pierces my dreams and body and eats my bones just as rust does iron. I didn’t expect it to sneak into my dreams nightly, turning everything I like into a nightmare.

I used to enjoy going to museums, and would be moved by anything I saw, really, any old object, a jar of clay. The thought that it had been touched by someone hundreds or thousands of years ago stirred my imagination and nostalgia without knowing why. What were they thinking when they made it? Doubtless, they were not thinking about how this water jar they drank from daily would eventually become a relic, or that visitors would stand before it in admiration and listen to the myths they call history.

I open the mailbox and find a letter whose paper is made from anemones. Anemones, together with death and the narcissus, were the first signifiers of my memory. The letter’s lines look like petals, not like lines penned by a human. A month later these lines still surround me every night in my dreams.

Dear Mr Gharib Haifawi,

Greetings.

We hereby invite you to attend the opening of the new National Museum, tomorrow at 4 p.m. We will send a driver to pick you up at half past three. Please be on time.

Respectfully,

The Museum Administration

I throw the letter on the floor and avoid looking at it. Anemone leaves fall everywhere. They follow me and cover my face. I can’t breathe. I suffocate but don’t die. That’s how the dream ends. In the rest of the dream I don’t sleep. It is tomorrow. I find myself showering, combing my hair and waiting for the taxi.

I stand by the window. My cologne is too strong. Why did I even put it on? I don’t want to go out. As soon as the driver arrives I’ll go down and tell him to go away. That’s what I say to myself in the dream. I won’t go to any openings or museums I don’t know about, or have never heard of. Who am I anyway to be invited to a museum opening?

The minute hand gnaws on the first half of the fourth hour of that May afternoon. In the dream it’s always May. The days change but not the month. The taxi’s tyres stop in front of the building just as the minute hand bites thirty. The driver gets out of the car and stands next to the rear door. He opens it and waits, his eyes fixed on the front of the building. He stands there. Hands clasped.

Two glassy eyes, a yellow smile and carefully combed, thin brown hair parted on the side. A frugal smile that leaves no wrinkles round the eyes. His manners and greetings are very proper, which makes me forsake my intention to ask him to leave. I sit in the back seat. He drives us without once looking in the rear-view mirror.

The man with the strange smile is silent. Every night I try to think of a topic of conversation to draw him out, but I’m tongue-tied and I don’t utter a word. Nor does he. And the distance between us remains. Every dream is the same. The travelling time is the same: exactly half an hour, during which I hear the arms of a clock knocking at my eardrums. I hear it even after I wake up. It strikes and strikes again and only stops when we reach the museum. The stranger drives the car silently until we reach a place along the sea. The car makes a turn. It parks in front of a building right on the shore. I don’t remember ever seeing this building before, but it looks old, as if it has been standing there forever. He gets out of the car and says in a confident tone: ‘Here you go. We have arrived.’

‘Where?’

The stranger assures me that the museum opening is in that building on the shore. He tells me my family are there. I am surprised; I ask him what all this has to do with my family. He says little apart from assuring me that they live in this place. I get out of the car without paying him, and in fact I’m surprised that he asked me to pay, since the offer of the car service was theirs. I close the car door without looking at him. I climb the five wide steps and see a broad façade of coloured glass, with drawings of a historical nature. The glass door opens and two women welcome me. One is blonde, has green eyes, and her hair is tied back. She is wearing a black suit, the shirt underneath sky-blue, the hem of her skirt knee-length and embroidered in red the colour of blood and green the colour of cedar. The other one is dark-skinned with brown eyes and is wearing the same style of suit, albeit in white with slightly different embroidery.

Both sport wide smiles. Yellow smiles of the type I hate. These smiles never change in shape or duration. The blonde woman greets me with a voice feigning warmth.

‘Welcome to our country’s National Museum, the first of its kind in the world. We congratulate you on being a witness to this era. What you see here is that which remains of the old inhabitants of this land, going back thousands of years; they have preserved the traditions and customs of this country. This is something you will not find in any other place in the world. You will see that we are trying in every way possible to help improve their living conditions, so that as many of our visitors as possible may see this for themselves, before these people become extinct.’

I did not understand what the blonde woman was talking about. As she spoke, the brunette was nodding in stupid agreement with her colleague. I don’t comment on these statements. I follow the blonde woman, who is walking confidently ahead of me. She opens doors, one after another, explaining the place’s history and the museum’s architectural features. We enter a vast hall, which could hold a thousand humans if they stood side by side like marks on a ruler. The floor is dark wood. In the middle stands a platform forty centimetres high. Each centimetre signifies one year of wandering.

On the platform there are automata of men and women busy doing artisanal work. In one corner there is a group of statues of women baking taboon bread. They light the fire under the stone and flip the dough back and forth in their hands, then place it on the saj as if they’ve been doing it forever. One loaf of bread after the other comes out and tourists stand in line to eat it.

The tourists fill the hall and contemplate these beings in awe. The taste of the bread impresses the first group; they applaud. Yet it is the computer engineer who designed and programmed the movements and memories of these bread-makers who receives the most applause and admiration.

The line to taste taboon bread gets longer. The scent of the bread seeps into my nose; I stand in line like other tourists to get a piece. When it is my turn the bread’s scent is mixed with the scent of a body I recognise. I look at her eyes and vomit liquid, the aftertaste of coffee and cigarettes. Every night I feel this taste in my dream and every morning I find the aftertaste in my mouth when I wake. It’s been a month. The tourists are disgusted and they turn round to stare, as do the statues. The female statue looks away. It’s my mother, Alya. She looks in my direction, but not at me. She is baking taboon bread and I stand like a tourist to get it from her, but her eyes are lifeless and made of glass. She motions with her hand. Her hand tells me to leave.

I try to call to her, yelling from the core of my being, but I don’t know how my voice will come out when my tongue is still tied. I try to untie it but I can’t. I keep screaming and calling out wordlessly. The security guards grab me and drag me out and throw me in the garden.

There I find a walnut tree whose fruit is almost ripe, its green husks cracking and seeds falling. I take some of them and pick some of the mint planted around the tree. I bundle them together with fig and grape leaves, fifty-nine of them. I pick up a thick branch that has fallen on the ground and leave the garden. I walk until I get to a hill overlooking the sea.

I dig a hole in the dirt with my tired hands and see how they age as dirt hides under my fingernails. Just a few hours, and old age appears! I keep digging until I fall asleep, exhausted. By the time I wake the sky has put on its evening dress. I go back to the museum.

Alya is dead. Her eyes are lifeless. Alya is dead; life is snuffed out from her eyes. ‘I’m afraid that when I die there’ll be no grave for me in this country,’ she used to say. Alya is dead and an object visited by tourists. She is dead, but the shell of her body is still there. They display her every day. They don’t bury her. Is this the nightmare inside the nightmare? Her corpse rots on the inside, but they don’t bury her. She stays there baking taboon bread. The bread she didn’t even know how to make. She was from Haifa. City women don’t make taboon. But she bakes it at the museum even while dead.

I feel weaker, but still walk to the museum and circle round. There are no guards or dogs. I go up the five steps and strike its door with the branch I carry as if it were one of my limbs. The glass door breaks; every evening, the shards scatter. Some of them hit my face and pierce my skin. I feel blood flowing, but when I touch my face there is none.

I approach the huge platform and find the statues sitting there. Only one of them has a shadow. I know it is my mother, Alya, so I move closer. She is very thin. Her skin is ghostly white, and her body is cold. I carry her and she feels heavy even though she’s actually light. I can see a smile on her lips. She died with a smile. Perhaps she knew I would come back to bury her.

I walk away with her every evening, every nightmare, and when I’m almost out of sight, I realise that their heads are looking at me, though I don’t look back. I hear a voice calling: ‘She waited long for you. When she saw you today, she regained her smile. Don’t worry about where you will bury her, as long as she’s facing the sea.’

I walk along the seashore until I am near the hill. I lay her down and undress her. I wash her head, hair and body with seawater. I kiss her forehead and pick her up. Water drips from her naked body and grains of sand fall. I reach the hill. I lay her down inside the hole and unfurl the bundle. I take the walnuts and their husks and rub her lips and eyes. I take the fifty-nine tree leaves and cover her body. I scatter the mint leaves in the air and say:

‘I don’t have perfume for your body, but the seawater and its sand will be your perfume. I rubbed you with the walnut you so loved and made it your kohl, the way we do to our dead. Mint will carry your soul wherever you desire. In lieu of a white shroud, these leaves will cover your body. I plucked fifty-nine leaves, for your years. The leaves that remained on the tree will keep your memory alive forever. You were an honourable mother in a land that did not honour you. We were made of dust and to the unknown you go. Only we will attend your funeral: I, the stars, sea waves and this moon.’

But I wake up every day before I can bury her. She remains a corpse next to her grave and I sweat. Every day I am visited by this nightmare, except yesterday. Opening the mailbox, I saw a letter just like the one I saw in the dream. After standing in shock, I took it and went up the stairs to my apartment. I left it on the desk, unopened.


‌Alya Cries

‘Hello sweetie. What is your name? Is Baba or Mama at home? Tell them it’s Auntie Alya from Palestine, from Haifa!’

The child on the other end disappeared. My mother had held it together. Soon thereafter, her cousin Hamdan, who sounded like he’d just woken up, got on the phone.

‘Ahlayn, Alya. How are you, dear cousin, and how is my aunt?’

My mother broke down and cried as if just realising now that her mother had died. She’d been crying for three days, but in silence. It was the first time I saw my mother as a daughter. Not because she was crying, but because I could see, when her cousin asked about my grandmother, that she felt orphaned for the first time. Her mother. She cried and her body shook and she was about to suffocate so I took the phone. Hamdan was crying too, at the other side. He’d figured it out and was telling my mother: ‘We are orphaned, now, Alya.’ My grandmother was the last of her siblings; the others had all died in Jordan. She remained in Haifa after her family left in 1948. They fled to Jordan while bullets flew over their heads, as she used to tell us time and again. Her mother died on the way there. Ruben, her son, was carrying her on his back. He went on with his blind sister, Salma, and his brother Hasan. They disappeared with all those who disappeared. As the years passed, their shadows got bigger and bigger, like a giant’s. They were far behind neighbouring borders, yet close like an illusion. As if about to return any minute and knock on the door. It is so difficult to relay news of a death over the phone. You embrace the sorrow, but nothing embraces you. Everyone realises what a tragedy it is to be in the diaspora. So cruel not to bid a loved one farewell. Both Hamdan and my mother were wailing. I was in the middle, between two people who had just been orphaned. I hadn’t realised how tough it would be to be an orphan at sixty.

My mother’s languid eyes wilted. She cried like never before. I’d seen her cry, of course. My father made her cry a lot. He had joie de vivre and wanted to live life to the fullest, but he didn’t like how she complained about matters of no concern to her. She was tense and would get upset if one of us, her children, moved an object. Looking at her now, I realise that maybe she never wanted to be a mother. She isn’t a bad mother. Not at all. But like most humans she never asked herself if she was ready to give birth, or even had the desire to start with.

I remember that afternoon like a scene from a film. The four of us and my father were at the table having breakfast on a Saturday. One of us, either I or Na’im, dropped some of the fried tomatoes we were eating on his shirt and spilt water on the table. Mother got angry and complained. My father had one of his outbursts and took all the water bottles from the fridge and spilt them on the floor. ‘Why do you whine all day long? Just because a child spills water or stains himself? Now you can scream all you want to. Here you are! There is water everywhere now, so go ahead and yell… to hell with you!’

He put on his shoes and left. We were still at the table, staring at the food that had been laughing with us just a minute ago. My mother started mopping the floor. She cried so much I imagined that the spilt water was her own tears. I didn’t lift a hand to wipe her tears, though. I just froze in my chair. Looking at her in her pain without uttering a word.

Today my mother cried again, but her tears were different. The tears of someone orphaned by hope. My grandmother, the Haifan, was gone. She had left time and my mother behind. My mother had no thorns. Her weakness and her hatred of life made her a rose without thorns. My grandmother was her thorns. She would always chastise my mother for neglecting herself and devoting her entire life to her children and husband. She always encouraged her to be independent. She would even urge her to leave the house for a few days and go to Jordan to visit her relatives.

When the border with Jordan was opened and she could go, my grandmother used to threaten my grandfather. If he mistreated her, she would leave him and stay in Amman. He, in turn, would ridicule her, saying she was free to go. But then he would soon thereafter come to our house, asking my mother to call her and ask her to return to Haifa as soon as possible. Sometimes he, too, went to Amman, but he used to get tired and complained that people there were garrulous. They ran chatter marathons, and would only shut up when they slept. Even then, some would keep talking. My mother laughed and told him they had twenty years of absence to make up for. They were afraid it would be the last time they saw each other. Their memories refused to erase the taste of separation, which had snatched so many years from them. He liked to sit for hours on his balcony, contemplating the street and the vast sea.

My grandfather started to yield to my mother’s insistence that he should visit us more often and eat with us. He was silent and soft-spoken most of the time, except for that one day when he became the angriest I have ever seen him. Mother was trying to ease the burden of his silence and told him that God won’t forget about him and would help them endure my grandmother’s departure. I had never seen him scream that way at her or any of his children. He cried and his words were wet with sorrow.

‘It’s true he never forgets anyone. He fucked the Jews and they came and fucked us. And God knows who we’re going to fuck over. Where was this God of yours when my mother died asking me to get her water? I put her down and went to get her some water and God took her life. Couldn’t he wait a minute? Just wait for me to give her those few drops of water and then take her? No, he had to kill me. Since that day, I’ve never had a drink of water without remembering. May God humiliate them just as they humiliated us. And you tell me that he will help me endure your mother’s death? May God not help himself!’

Mother didn’t respond. She swallowed her tears, but she was shaking and whispered to God for forgiveness.

Grandfather fell silent. Those beautiful wrinkles on his face moved closer to one another, and like a rose, he withered. I understood then what it meant for my mother to be orphaned and grandfather to be widowed. It was as if Haifa itself had left him.


‌The Russian Compound

Her green eyes were persistent in their beauty and vitality. We exchanged smiles amid a controversial lecture by one of the ‘new historians’ about the modern Middle East. There was an uproar when he discussed the country’s history, its myths about how their state was founded and the occupation of Palestine. I didn’t understand why the lecturer’s statements caused such controversy. He’d talked about the Palestinian and Israeli versions of events and insisted that the British archive compelled him, as an Israeli historian, to believe Palestinian narratives. Some of those present became furious. The lecture turned into one of those Knesset sessions where no one listens to anyone. There’s just noise.

She was sitting one row ahead of me. We had exchanged smiles and a few sentences in previous lectures. I availed myself of the hubbub and tapped her shoulder. It was so silky-soft I feared I’d pierce it.

She turned round and smiled again. I leant forward and told her: ‘Let’s leave now before we both get headaches.’ She hesitated a bit but then gathered her things. We spontaneously walked to the station and took a bus downtown.

We got off at the start of King George Street, where there was a row of falafel shops, but fifteen minutes after we’d eaten my stomach hurt. I preferred the falafel and shawarma in Haifa or from the Arab stalls in old Jerusalem; this was mediocre by comparison. She couldn’t understand why I was berating the falafel of West Jerusalem; they weren’t that different from those in Tel Aviv or Haifa, in her opinion. I felt sorry for her inability to distinguish good falafel from terrible. It’s more than just a bad meal. Food is culture, and its pleasure no less fundamental than that of sex and love, and it is so much more. I explained that I thought they cheated, adding lots of baking powder to make their falafel puffy. It lacked spices and ground parsley. Teasingly, I told her I would insist she be stripped of citizenship because she couldn’t tell good falafel from bad. She laughed and said she tried hard to be a good Israeli, giving her country what she could. I found it odd that she would describe the country as hers, when it had been less than a year since she emigrated from South Africa.

I suggested we go to al-Moskobiya, though as we were speaking in Hebrew I called it ‘the Russian compound’. My tongue felt uneasy using only the Hebrew name. So I went on about the Arabic name, but without looking at her eyes or checking to see if she was even interested in listening to my little lecture. I repeated ‘al-Moskobiya’ several times. It was a name that had enchanted me from the first time I heard it. It was strange and I wanted to know more about it. I later learnt from a book that Russians were called ‘al-Moskobiya’. I couldn’t see the connection but a friend suggested that it had to do with Moscow. To prove his point (he was studying linguistics) he said that in Russian ‘Moscow’ was said with a long ‘ahh’ that we Arabs don’t use. Perhaps people tried to copy the Russian ‘Moskva’, tying all Russians to their capital. I adopted this narrative because it just about made sense to me, and gave meaning to a word I’d heard and liked.

We had reached Putin Bar when I looked for her eyes and saw her looking at me. I moved from expounding on linguistic matters to history and told her: ‘The Petersburg-based Imperial Orthodox Palestine Society built this compound in 1861. It houses the Trinity Church and a hostel for the Russian pilgrims who started to come to Palestine in large numbers in the middle of the nineteenth century.’

I paused and saw two empty seats outside the bar. It was the beginning of the evening, and later these bars would be crowded. I got us two beers and we sat down. I looked at the quiet compound across the street as I leant back on the wall. Her green eyes radiated into mine, warding off the dazzle from lamp posts around the building and across the street.

I wasn’t listening to her. She noticed that I seemed to be elsewhere and asked me if I was bored. I took her hand and felt it shake. I insisted on apologising. Kissing it and asking for her forgiveness, I told her that in speaking of this place’s history I’d become lost in its most important detail: its present. Parts of it became a prison and a detention centre for Palestinians in this area. Thousands of people pass the building daily, as it’s smack in the middle of the city near the municipal building, but I doubt they ever think of those detained inside or the torture they endure. I added that the prison is notorious for its torture methods. They strike detainees on their genitals.

She drew her legs in upon hearing that. I asked her what was wrong. She said she’d visited the museum the municipality had established there to commemorate Jewish groups that fought the British. The British were the first to use that part of the building as a detention centre. They executed Jews there, she said. I waited for her to mention the Palestinians who were also executed there by the British, but who don’t exist in the museum or in her world. When she didn’t, I asked her in a nervy voice, ‘Why don’t you mention the Palestinians, when they were the majority of those who were killed? Can’t you see how history is falsified?’ She shot back with a more daring look, but the mood became tense instead of tipsy. Sounding disgusted, she said:

‘It’s strange that you defend Arabs. They want to destroy us and throw us into the sea. Look at them. Their eyes are full of hatred and spite. I’m scared of them when they get on buses and even when I see them on campus. Their behaviour is strange. They chew loudly, put on cheap perfume and don’t speak Hebrew properly. Can’t you see their ugly eyes are full of hatred? I feel like they are ticking bombs that want to explode. I’m terrified when one stands in front or behind me in line. Why do you always want to defend them?’

I laughed when Nina was done and I don’t know why. Actually I do. It was so absurd I could only laugh. Her opinions aren’t surprising; in fact they are quite common. I’ve heard racist comments more times than I can count. But I was surprised that they were so solid and established when she’d only been in the country for less than a year. Nina, with her soft and stunning eyes, who told me about how ugly apartheid was in her country, and how happy she was that it was over. This same Nina who had yet to master Hebrew herself. Yet she feels free to trash Arabs and judge them without knowing a single one.

‘I’m one of those Arabs you are talking about. Didn’t you just say that my eyes were as wide as this fertile country? I laughed so hard because of your words. I am an Arab, Nina.’

She apologised and collected her things to leave. Why did I hide the fact that I was an Arab from her, she asked. I didn’t answer and just shrugged. I remained calm and watched her cross the street and be devoured by the night. ‘Why am I calm?’ I asked myself. I stayed there and was gradually surrounded by other customers. One of them even took Nina’s seat. I drank beer after beer, looking at al-Moskobiya Prison. I tried to listen for any voices that might sneak out seeking help.

When I stood up to head home, I felt hungry. I remembered that I had an orange in my bag. I took it out and started to peel it. I recalled that Israel had ‘bought’ the compound from Russia in the 1960s for $3.5 million, paid for with oranges it exported. It came to be known as the Orange Deal. ‘So cheap! Three and a half million! Come and get it. Three and a half million’s worth of oranges.’

Russia sells Israel this piece of land and the price is paid with oranges. Those who didn’t own it selling to those who don’t own it, so they can. It’s a simple equation. I’d finished peeling the orange and was about to start eating when I remembered the story the museum guide had recounted so passionately, about Moshe Barazani and Meir Feinstein. They blew themselves up in their cells the day before the British were going to execute them. The explosives were smuggled to them inside oranges.

But the names of Palestinian resisters couldn’t find a place in the museum.

Ghosts!

We are ghosts who only exist in our own imaginations. I looked at the orange and spoke to it:

‘Things can’t go on like this! Things can’t go on like this!’

Tick tick tick tick tick tick

Is there another sound, please?


‌Need

The dogs were mangling my body without spilling a drop of blood. The rabid creatures growled and followed me after I crossed the corner of the pothole-filled street. I ran, knowing full well I would be caught. Finally they pounced and started mangling my flesh. I was like a doll in their teeth. They chewed on me and not a single drop fell.

They can’t get enough of my body, damn them. It was malleable, just like a doll’s. And bloodless! I don’t know how I could live without blood in my veins. I was sure there was blood in them. Blood as red as embers. Why do we use that expression? Embers aren’t red. They’re orange. The dogs chewed but couldn’t tear me. They got angrier and more rabid, but I still shed no blood.

The sun struck fiercely at everything in its path. Heat found my body after the frosty cold of these autumn morning hours. Perhaps the heat found me because of the way the dogs were pulling me with their teeth.

It was on the corner of Salim al-Tawil’s house (or Salim the Spy, as we called him) that the dogs jumped me. I don’t know where they came from. No one appeared to help. I didn’t scream. Why don’t I? I felt intense pain, but it was a strange kind. As if my skin was so thick that the dogs grew tired of pointlessly chewing. Still they never gave up. They went on pulling on my thick skin while I lay down in pain and horror. I don’t know which was more painful, the fear of the dogs attacking me, or their mangling of my body.

All the protests we took part in passed by Salim the Spy’s house. I don’t know whether he was a spy for sure, or if we just called him that because he worked with the police. He was strange, and the way he talked was even stranger. Like there was a magnet under his tongue pulling it down, so some letters seemed heavier than others. His blue eyes bulged even more when he yelled at us to move away from his house, as our chants grew loud and fierce.

Salim carried his belly with him and looked like a pregnant woman about to go into labour. I was sure that he was pregnant, but with hatred or anger, and would soon deliver; he never did. It was there, in front of his house, that the dogs started to mangle me.

The dogs were tired of my thick skin and my doll-like body. I was terrified of my own bloodlessness. I was terrified of the dogs’ fury. I thought it was a nightmare, and it would end. When the dogs cast me away with the anger still seething in their teeth, I was relieved. Mangling my body was of no use. It was like rubber, flexible but lifeless.

They cast me away. I fell to the ground and lost consciousness. I came to when a policeman slapped me. It was painful, but he told me it was just a friendly slap. He wanted to make sure I was still alive. I was lying on the ground, and the neighbours had been concerned, so they’d complained to the police.

Salim the Spy was standing amid the police and pointing his index finger at me. He said I had mangled the dogs, and they had lost their teeth. I looked at my body. It had teeth marks. I had never intended to pull out the dogs’ teeth, but the police were unconvinced, so they took me to the station.

One of the policemen asked me for my ID, but I didn’t have one. I discovered that not carrying an ID card violated the law. Salim the Spy filed a complaint against me for breaking the dogs’ teeth. His evidence was my bloodlessness. I tried to assure the policeman that I had cut my finger a week before and seen it bleed.

The policeman didn’t like Salim the Spy, nor did he believe that I was a freak with no blood. He smiled and said that he would close the matter if I gave him my ID number. I just had to call my family to bring my ID, and he’d call it a day.

‘I don’t have an ID!’

‘Why? Did you lose it?’

‘No, I’ve never had one. I have no relation to IDs. I’ve never left the country so far and don’t have a passport.’

‘What is your ethnicity?’

‘I live here and don’t need an ID, nor do I need to prove my ethnicity. I’m simply here. I don’t want to be anything. I’m me!’

‘There is no such thing as “I don’t want to be anything”! Are you Arab?’

‘No, I have nothing to do with Arabs. I speak their language and have a weighty inheritance from their civilisation. I abandoned it, or it abandoned me… let’s say we are divorced!’

‘But you are an Israeli Arab and you live in this country.’

‘You don’t understand me. I have nothing to do with Israel. And there is no such thing as an “Israeli Arab”. Stop this racist nonsense. Israel exists and I don’t doubt that. It exists, as do I, but we have no relation. We share the same place. Actually, we don’t share the same place. We each have our space and our illusion. I’ve never met Israel in my entire life. I don’t like to meet anyone. I’ve cut ties with everyone I know. Because humans are an exhausting thing. Even those I don’t know I cut off before meeting them. I have no desire to do anything except eat figs, and sometimes grapes too. I like the scent of jasmine, but if it’s too strong I hate it. I enjoy looking at the moon, but when it disappears, I hate it and then yearn for it. My life is filled with minor concerns, as you see. I want the moon’s silver threads to come down and caress my hair. I want them to realise my need for sleepiness and boredom, and my need for sleep. I don’t want more. In fact, all I do is satisfy this need and exercise this right.’

‘Are you Palestinian?’

‘God forbid, man! I’m just a human who was mangled by dogs and left on the ground like a dog, because they couldn’t find any blood in my veins. But I swear the dogs are wrong. I think they are old, and their teeth were about to fall out. That’s why they couldn’t eat my flesh and no blood was spilt.’

‘But I saw them mangling the flesh of another passer-by. They tore him to pieces.’

‘Really? Man! I don’t know what happened to them then, but…’

‘Who are you, then?’

‘I am Nada. Believe me! My name is Nada.’

‘Nada is a woman’s name. You are a man.’

‘It is my name. I chose it instead of the one my parents gave me. I love it. It’s my name, I know it is. I am Nada by chance. Nada. No more and no less. And I only want to be Nada. I don’t want to change my name. Nada is mine and I have got used to it. Can my name and I go now?’

‘Just like that? Without an ID?’

‘I told you, I never got an ID. I don’t recognise the state or its papers. Can I leave?’

‘Just like that? Without an ID?’

‘Yes. I need some sleep.’
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The Book of Disappearance

Azem, Ibtisam

9781916751033

224

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Alaa, a young Palestinian, is haunted by his grandmother's memories of being displaced from Jaffa and becoming a refugee in her homeland. Ariel, Alaa's neighbour and friend, is a liberal Zionist, critical of the military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza yet faithful to the project of Israel. When he wakes up one morning to find that all Palestinians have suddenly vanished, Alaa included, Ariel begins searching for clues to the secret of the collective disappearance; that search, and his reaction to it, intimately reveal the fissures at the heart of the Palestinian question. Between the stories of Alaa and Ariel are the people of Jaffa and Tel Aviv – café patrons, radio commentators, flower-cutters – against whose ordinary lives these fissures and questions play out.

Critically acclaimed in Arabic, spare yet evocative, intensely intelligent in its interplay of perspectives, The Book of Disappearance is an unforgettable glimpse into contemporary Palestine as it grapples with both the memory of loss and the loss of memory.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)
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Kieron Smith, boy

Kelman, James

9781916751507

432

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Capturing the joys, frustrations, injustices, excitements, revels, battles, games, uncertainties, questions, lies, discoveries and sheer wonder of boyhood, Kieron Smith, boy is a story of one boy and every boy.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)
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Afternoon Hours of a Hermit

Cottrell, Patrick

9781916751484

240

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

A Bernhardian mystery unfolds when Dan Moran receives a photo of his deceased brother in the mail alongside a mysterious letter addressed to his deadname.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)
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Taiwan Travelogue

Shuāng-zǐ, Yáng

9781916751668

320

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Winner of the International Booker Prize 2026

Disguised as a translation of a rediscovered text by a Japanese writer, Taiwan Travelogue is a bittersweet story of love between two women, nested in an artful exploration of language, history and power. Set in May 1938, the young novelist Aoyama Chizuko sails from Japan to Taiwan where her interpreter helps her experience real island life and taste as much of its authentic cuisine as her famously monstrous appetite can bear.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)
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The Body of the Thing

Jobanputra, Karishma

9781916751521

256

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Lyrical, visceral, The Body of the Thing unpicks the hierarchies that thrum under our relationships, and celebrates female sensuality in all its complicated wonder.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc1FY.jpg
60, Supported using public funding by

S ¢ | ARTS COUNCIL
w6 | ENGLAND





OEBPS/image_rsrc1G0.jpg
The Book of

Disappearance
Totisam Azem

&

« My mother put on mismarched
shoes and ran out of the house, Her
curly hair was tied back with a
black band. The edge of her white
shirt hung over her gray skirt. Fear
inhabited her face. making her
blue eyes seem bigger. She looked
crazed as she roamed the sireets
of Ajami. searching for my grand-
mother. Rushing. as if trying to
catch up with herself. T followed her
out. When she heard my footsteps,
she looked back and gestured with
her broomstick-thin arm: go back!
Translated by Sinan Antoon
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The Body of
the Thing

Karishma Jobanputra
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91 heard it for the first time in
his office as a shaky twenty-four-
year-old. unsure of what | was
doing in the world. playing with
the poisoncus snake that was free-
dom. He had come out into the
‘waiting room and said. Hello. and
T'll be right with you. something
delicious hanging from his voice.
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The Sleep
Thiet

Ibtisam Azem

&

9 ‘Sleep thief " is what the interroga-
tor called me. I'll never forget that.
I would steal a few seconds of sleep
so I could remain steadfast before
them. The name stuck: I even dreamt
about it. the same dream. night after
night. I would wake up not knowing
what to do and drenched in sweat. 9
Translated by Sinan Antoon
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Taiwan

Travelogue
Ydng Shuang-zi

&

9"Hold on. What's going on here?"§
T couldn't help but voice the thought
out loud. 9 For. in that moment. I
seemed 1o have been transported
back irto the midst of Shokyokusai
Tenkatsu's Magic Troupe. § I'd
crossed paths with Tenkatsu's
troupe long ago. before I'd started
high school. They had been on tour.
and on the day they arrived in Na
gasaki. my aunt Kikuko and I hap-
pened upon the opening parade.
Translated by Lin King
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Afternoon Hours
of a Hermit
Patrick Cottrell

9 Five years ago I put on my
detective hat and my existen-
tial black turtleneck in order to
solve the mystery of his suicide.
I mezn the reasons my youngest
brother killed himself and his
thoughts leading up ‘o his plan,
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Kieron Smith,
boy

James Kelman

&

9 The men sailed their boats there
and had races. and their boats were
gdreat. Ye saw their sails and how
the boat was tipping right over till
it was going to capsize but it did
not. it was just picking up speed be
causethe wind was there and it was
good. so they were all sailing great
and the boys all shouting, and the
men to. Ge on Go on. Hold there. 9
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The Sleep Thiet

1btisam Azem

Translated from the Arabic
by Sinan Antoon
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